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Colegio de Mexico Mexico City, DF After a year-long honeymoon (March 1990-June 1991) between
President Patricio Aylwin and the Chilean labor movement, workers began to make their presence
felt in the copper mines of Chuquicamata and El Teniente, in the streets of Santiago and Concepcion
as well as in the Huachipato steel mill and the coal pits of Schwager and Lota. Next, in late October,
the Central Unitaria de Trabajadores (CUT) celebrated its first congress where decisions on
new attitudes toward the government were adopted. Strike activity, July-December 1991 Over
200,000 workers in copper, coal, steel, education, health care, among others, organized strikes
and demanded revision of the government's wage policies, asked for changes in management
structure where supervisors and engineers named by the military regime were still in place. In spite
of good will demonstrated by the authorities, factory owners were continuing to play by the rules
established during the Pinochet era. From Chuquicamata mining complex, miners and spouses
marched to Calama and reminded the government about labor's support in the December 1989
presidential elections. Union meetings at the Huachipato steel mill in Concepcion were charged
with recrimination about the use of non-union personnel in factory operations. The union succeeded
in excluding non-unionized workers from the facility. Teachers and health workers took to the
streets in Santiago demanding changes in policies applied to their numbers by the former mlitary
regime. As a result, the government accused their leaders of violating the Internal Security Law.
Coal miners, threatened by the privatization drive, decided to strike. In addition to salary demands,
they called for and obtained a commitment that the mines would not be closed nor sold to the
private sector. Railroad workers did the same. These are only a few of the strikes which took place
over the period, and they all show increasing militancy and disenchantment with the Aylwin
administration. Strikes focus on economic demands but are often also concerned with demands
questioning the continuity of authoritarian rule at the shop floor level. Managers in the private and
public sector are having trouble with the concept that democracy involves debate, decency in human
relations and participation of unions in defining work practices and salary levels. This pattern has
not always been understood by the national political leadership which has negatively valued these
perceptions on the part of union leaders. Sample of strikes in 1991 Company/activity No. of workers
Work days Average affected lost monthly wage Chuquicamata 7,630 14 Ch$ 300,000 (copper mine)
(US$850) El Teniente 8,660 20 Ch$ 300,000 (copper) (US$850) National Federation 55,000 2 Ch$ 44,000
of Health Workers (US$120) (FENATS) National Teachers 118,000 1 Ch$ 58,000 Union (US$160)
Huachipato (steel) 3,433 30 Ch$ 250,000 (US$700) National Railroad 6,700 4 hrs. Ch$ 100,000 Workers
Union (US$281) Coal miners 3,800 10 Ch$ 75,000 (US$211) Other (Kodak-Chile, 3,701 10 Ch$ 100,000
LADECO, Telex, (US$281) SODIMAC, Metro, Bata, Inchalam, Hotel O'Higgins, Hospital Aleman,
etc.) Note: In 1991, the average minimum wage was Ch$ 27,000, equivalent to about US$76 (Ch$ 355
= US$1). Sources: Journalistic accounts, mainly international edition of El Mercurio daily newspaper,
and biweekly news magazine Analisis, both published in Santiago. The first CUT congress (October
28-31, 1991) Established in August 1989, CUT celebrated its first national congress at Punta de Tralca,
located on the coast of central Chile. With 760 delegates representing about 528,000 workers, the
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congress took place in a context of escalating worker discontent with the continuity of neo-liberal
economic policies introduced during the Pinochet regime. Although the Aylwin administration
had raised the minimum wage, workers were concerned with pensions, unemployment insurance,
employment security, health benefits and especially, low wages predominating throughout the
economy. Delegates representing a full range of ideological preferences and industries agreed
to make their position on neo-liberal policies clear to the government. In contrast, there were
disagreements on the means of resolving these issues. Christian Democrats and Socialists, members
of the ruling coalition (Concertacion de Partidos por la Democracia), relied on policies directed
at economic growth. In this perspective, the government plays an integrating role in society, and
productivity increases are the basis for income redistribution measures. Communists focused on
more general issues where worker mobilization, class alignment, and workplace democracy are
fundamental. Election results for a new executive committee showed that Christian Democrats
continued to be the dominant force, receiving 45% of the vote, and 20 posts on the 45-member
committee. The Socialist Party obtained 34% of the vote, and 15 posts on the committee. Finally, the
so-called Autonomous Party, comprised of former communists and other leftists, received 2.2% of
the vote, and one post on the committee. These results are consonant with the composition of the
electorate at the national level.
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